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ABSTRACT 
Research has proven that the practice and implementation of knowledge management (KM) 
aids an organisation in gaining a competitive advantage, which is at the pinnacle of ensuring 
that an organisation remains a preferred service provider. In order to address these issues, this 
research focused on exploring knowledge sharing (KS) barriers identified by employees within 
the Library and Information Services (LIS) division at a higher education institution.  
 
The researchers employed a qualitative research design, guided by a case-study research 
strategy. Semi-structured interviews were conducted, with seventeen respondents who were 
purposively selected for the sample. Data was analysed using thematic analysis, creating 
categories of subjects relating to the identified research questions.  
 
The findings of the study revealed that KS was limited within the LIS and mostly occurred 
informally between employees within the same section. Furthermore, it was found that the 
culture at LIS was not conducive for the advancement of KS, as respondents felt unsupported 
by the LIS' management in terms of KS endeavours. A silo culture, encouraging the creation 
of specialists in specific roles, was identified as a barrier to potential KS practices within the 
LIS. 
 
Recommendations arising from the study included: 
1. A need for renewed commitment by LIS management in terms of encouraging a 
KS culture. 
2. A drive to find affordable technologies that would enable the storage, retrieval and 
sharing of knowledge within the LIS, to ensure that the right knowledge reaches 
the right person, employee or client, at the right time. 
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INTRODUCTION 
This study focused on barriers to knowledge sharing (KS) practices at one particular library 
within an institution of higher learning's collection of Library and Information Services (LIS) 
units. The relevant LIS unit is located in Vanderbijlpark, in the Gauteng province of South 
Africa. The institution has four campuses, each with its own library. The main library is located 
in Vanderbijlpark, in the Gauteng province of South Africa, the other three campuses are the 
Secunda (Mpumalanga Province), Daveyton (Gauteng) and Upington (Northern Cape) 
campus. Each library has its own campus librarian and library assistants reporting directly to 
the HoD Clients’ services. 
 
The LIS is the university's information and knowledge hub giving clients access to various 
information resources such as books, journals, newspapers, reference materials, theses and 
dissertations, government publications, e-books, audio-visual material, online databases and 
electronic journals, in support of the university's vision for learning, teaching, and research 
(VUTb, 2013). The university regards the LIS as a strategic asset of the university, which aims 
to "contribute to the creation of knowledge and the development of lifelong learning" (VUTa, 
2013).  
 
KM is key to any company being competitive and having an edge over competitors. The 
creation of knowledge and its use in the organisation is core to its survival (Sohail & Daud, 
2009; Gurteen, 1999). As noted above, KM is a process that involves the acquisition, sharing 
and application of knowledge. The acquisition of knowledge is the process by which new 
insights, skills and relationships are created. According to Botha (2007:34), the creation of 
knowledge is of little value and has limited impact unless it is shared with other people, 
specifically amongst colleagues in an organisational context. KS is therefore a key mechanism 
in the implementation of KM and vital to the survival of the organisation and this study aimed 
at identifying any barriers to KS at the relevant LIS unit. 
 
 
KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN RELATION TO KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 
Massingham and Holaibi (2017:55) state that knowledge management (KM) is regarded as an 
enabling activity, separate from the activity of work itself. KM is a business process in itself 
and is considered a principal activity in supporting organisations in creating and effectively 
applying knowledge (Massingham & Holaibi, 2017:55). The purpose of the creation and use 
of such knowledge, is to ensure sustainability and competitive advantage (Gressgård, 
2015:112).  
 
KS takes place when knowledge is transferred among individuals, groups, and organisations 
(Zhang & Jiang, 2015:277). According to Asrar-ul-Haq and Anwar (2016:2), KS is the most 
vital process of KM, as knowledge that is not shared effectively – especially tacit knowledge 
– will "corrode easily". Managing this knowledge to ensure that it is shared and obtainable 
when and where it is needed, is not an easy endeavour (Sahoo, Pati & Mohanty, 2017:100), 
and the widely recognised importance of KM as a critical tool in organisation, cannot be denied 
(Omotayo, 2015:2). 
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KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT AND KNOWLEDGE SHARING IN ACADEMIC 
LIBRARIES 
According to Okorafor (2010:11), the concept guiding libraries has evolved from library 
science, to information science, to knowledge development. Smith (2015:xiv) concurs by 
stating that the role of librarians will progress towards that of a consultant, as librarians will 
increasingly be called upon to "assist in the creation of new knowledge... ." As noted by Jain 
(2015:3), the effective management of library-generated knowledge can afford an academic 
library the potential to rid itself of the image of a 'conventional library'.  
 
By embracing KM, academic libraries can enhance their service delivery through "creating 
alliances with students, academic staff and researchers in new, creative and dynamic spaces" 
to create an environment which is customer-centric (Jain, 2015:3). Roy (2015:17) notes that 
academic libraries are competing against challenges brought about by the rise of the digital 
economy and that the advanced role of libraries should be to become "knowledge and learning 
centres" for their clients, and to function as hubs where "people and ideas interact in both the 
real and virtual environments." 
 
Marouf (2017:137) acknowledges that "libraries are considered to be repositories of knowledge 
and an integral part of education", and therefore, libraries such as the LIS unit relevant to this 
paper, form the heart of an academic institution. The academic institution does not only expect 
the LIS units to act as an information hub for stakeholders, but also requires it to create 
knowledge storing facilities, such as institutional repositories, where the research output of the 
institution can be easily deposited, is easily accessible, and is readily shared amongst 
stakeholders to further the research goals of the institution. This is not an unrealistic expectation 
in the context of academic libraries, as Koltay, Špiranec and Karvalics (2015:89) state: "It is 
the generation and management of collective knowledge which creates new structures and 
systems of scholarly communication."  
 
KM provides academic libraries with a platform to collaborate with academics. Through KM, 
librarians are able to take a leading role on various issues which are important to academics 
and researchers, such as Open Access Publishing (OAP), copyright issues, referencing 
techniques and populating the institutions institutional repository (Jain, 2012:140), increasing 
the prominence of the library in the minds of its clients and the institution.  
 
At present, the LIS unit relevant to this paper performs below average in terms of its research 
output scoring in South Africa. The LIS units have thus set a strategic goal to contribute to 
increasing the institution's research score, as the LIS units are working with the institution's 
Research Directorate to formalise a requirement for all researchers at the institution to deposit 
their research in the institutional repository administrated by the library. To this effect, 
Mavodza and Ngulube (2011:19) agree that academic librarians should put KM principles into 
practice, to be regarded as indispensable in the changing information environment and current 
knowledge society. In managing this explicit knowledge resource, the LIS units are attempting 
to be seen as a productive part of the knowledge creation system at the relevant higher learning 
institution. 
 
Asogwa (2012) similarly reiterates the importance of KM in libraries by pointing out that there 
is so much movement among library staff, for reasons such as retirements and change of 
employment from one organisation to the other. In such instances, the staff who leave the 
organisation without having shared their expertise, take with them much of the organisation's 
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wealth in experience and expertise as most of the knowledge is embedded in their minds 
(Massingham & Holaibi, 2017:61). Thus, academic libraries need to embrace KM values, such 
as KS, to best utilise organisational knowledge for continuity, increased performance and 
improved competitive advantage, even when staff members depart.  
 
 
BARRIERS TO KNOWLEDGE SHARING 
According to Yeşil and Hirlak (2013:39), KM literature highlights three main categories of 
barriers in terms of KS practices, namely individual barriers, organisational barriers and 
technological barriers. The barriers discussed below were found to be the most disruptive in 
terms of hindering KS within the LIS, as will be highlighted in the discussion of the study 
findings. 
 
Mistrust 
Trust between colleagues is an important antecedent to the success of KS practices. 
According to Asrar-ul-Haq and Anwar (2016:7), there has been an increase in research 
efforts investigating trust as an element of KS and, of late, "trust has been proved as the 
most important determinant of KS and transfer." Wu and Lee (2016:157) as well as 
Sabbir Rahman and Hussain (2014:645) concur with this and state that, when 
colleagues trust each other, KS is seen as "an effective strategic investment", resulting 
in an openness from these individuals in engaging with each other's knowledge.  
 
A study by Rutten, Blaas-Franken and Martin (2016:208) confirms that a lower level 
of trust between co-workers, negatively affects the level of KS taking place. For trust 
to be established between co-workers, sincere personal relationships, developed 
through face-to face interactions, and a high regard of the other's professional capability 
is required (Holste & Fields, 2010:135). If trust is not established between colleagues, 
successful KS will not transpire, which will likely lead to a culture of disengagement 
and a general lack of KS practices (Anantatmula, 2007:102).  
 
Lack of motivation  
Wang and Hou (2015:2) state that KS literature acknowledges the impact that personal 
motivational factors have on encouraging or prohibiting KS practices among 
individuals. Bock and Kim (2002:15) found that intrinsic benefits – benefits appealing 
to the individual's values – should be considered as important as extrinsic benefits as a 
determining factor of KS. Kankanhalli, Tan and Wei (2005:118) identify a perceived 
loss of knowledge power as an example of such a personal motivation. Subscribing to 
this motivational school of thought, could potentially hinder individuals to share 
knowledge, as they perceive KS as "giving away" their proprietary knowledge. 
Individuals perceive this knowledge as a competitive advantage, which is their claim 
of value to an organisation (Wang & Hou, 2015:2; Kankanhalli, et al., 2005:118). 
 
Phung, Hawryszkiewycz and Binsawad (2016:76) refer to the actions of individuals 
with a lack of personal motivation to share knowledge, when the knowledge being 
shared is considered rare, as "knowledge hoarding". Knowledge hoarding occurs as a 
result of individuals' belief that if they share their knowledge it will result in the 
"weakening of their position" and thus they might lose their own competitive advantage 
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(Lilleoere & Hansen, 2011:56; Sohail & Daud, 2009:131; Riege, 2005:24). These 
individuals moreover attribute a psychological ownership to their knowledge, perceive 
it as a valuable commodity to hold on to, and "have the highest reputation and 
monopolies of knowledge". This perception creates a tendency to stockpile knowledge 
instead of sharing it (Phung, et al., 2016:76).  
 
Insufficient leadership and management support  
Marouf (2017:148) confirms that top management support of KS practices has an effect 
on librarians' attitude towards these practices. Hussein, Sing and Farouk and Sohal 
(2016:492) concur with this notion and note that "it is … essential to emphasize the 
importance of KS through top management as well as building an individual KS culture 
among employees." The premise is that, if library management projects a positive 
attitude towards KS, library personnel will feel be empowered to share their knowledge, 
as they will take their cue in this regard from the attitude of their leaders (Marouf, 
2017:148). 
 
Leadership structures may therefore also be a barrier to KS, if the organisational 
leadership fails to create that sharing atmosphere through motivation, offering training 
where necessary, and fail to communicate the importance and benefits of sharing 
knowledge to employees (Bloice & Burnett, 2016:139; Riege, 2005:26). The 
misallocation of key organisational resources such as finance, personnel and 
information and communication technologies (ICT) similarly adds to barriers to KS.  
 
Although emphasis is placed on the need for leadership and management's support in 
promoting KS in academic libraries, Davis and Macauley (2013:41) likewise advocate 
that – in the knowledge era – librarians should make leadership an individual priority. 
The premise here is for contemporary librarians to free themselves from the "working 
for" mindset cultivated in the industrial era, by striving towards a "working with" 
mindset through the honing of leadership skills within themselves.  
 
Absence or deficiency of information technology 
Although face-to-face KS is still widely used by librarians to share knowledge 
(Parirokh, Daneshgar & Fattahi, 2008:116), the value of information technology (IT) is 
increasingly being recognised as an enabler to move beyond direct communication and 
allow effective KS within organisations (Von der Trenck, Neben, Emamjome & Heinzl, 
2015:3920). In fact, according to Tohidinia and Mosakhani (2010:612), IT "is 
considered as one of the decisive factors in KS." 
 
Through IT, library employees are able to support and facilitate KS practices (Cheng, 
Ho & Lau, 2009:314). Anna, Nove and Puspitasari (2013:7) state that the use of IT 
allows all employees to share their expertise anytime they feel motivated to do so. KM 
technologies involve the use of IT to facilitate KM activities (such as KS) and may 
include databases, Enterprise Resource Planning systems (ERP), intranets and 
repositories, among others (Nazim & Mukherjee, 2012; Becerra-Fernandez, Gonzalez 
& Sabherwal, 2004:36). These technologies are all useful in the acquisition, storage, 
sharing, and application of knowledge. 
 
 6 
 
It is important to take note of the fact that emphasis of KM mechanisms should be on 
people sharing their skills and experiences through social interaction with colleagues, 
and not simply through the use of technology (Omotayo, 2015:3; Bhojaraju, 2005:38). 
Thus the human part of KM (together with technology and processes) plays a pivotal 
role in ensuring that the organisation remains focused, achieves its objectives and 
sustains its competitive advantage (Omotayo, 2015:3; Edwards, 2011:299; Bhojaraju, 
2005:39-40). 
 
However, Omotayo (2015:3) additionally points out that numerous organisations have 
grasped that technology-based competitive advantages are short-lived and the only way 
organisations can have a sustainable competitive advantages is through their 
employees.  
 
Organisational culture not conducive to knowledge sharing 
Hubert and Lopez (2013:3) identify organisational culture as a potential barrier to KS. 
If the organisational norms and values do not underpin and promote the sharing of 
knowledge, it will have a negative impact on the organisation's KS initiative. Riege 
(2005:27) states that an organisational culture is the "spirit" of the organisation resulting 
or defining how things are done within the organisation. If the organisational culture 
does not support KS, it might result in misalignment and miscommunication between 
team members, leading to conflict and lack of trust. 
 
Tohidinia and Mosakhani (2010:612) further warn that an atmosphere conducive to KS 
within an organisation, such as an academic library, is crucial before any other attempts 
to promote KS are made. Toszewska-Czerniej (2015:184) too states that KS can only 
take place if it is linked to a "pre-existing core value of an organisation." 
 
In terms of organisational structure, Wendling, Oliveira and Maçada (2013:241) warn 
against silo KM structures, where people are divided into sections and not encouraged 
to share knowledge across departmental borders, as this structure is recognised a major 
barrier to transferring knowledge. In these circumstances, sections will typically have 
section-centric goals, not keeping the goals of the institution as a whole in mind 
(Wendling, Oliveira & Maçada, 2013:241). 
 
 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
The previous section dealt with the literature review which focused on KM, KS and KS 
barriers, specifically in an academic library setting. As the previous section provided a 
theoretical impression of the relevance and importance of KM and KS practices in an academic 
library, the following section will discusses the research methodology undertaken by the 
researchers to identify barriers to KS at the LIS unit relevant to this study.  
 
Research design 
Levers (2013:3) states that a strong research design is a product of the researcher 
selecting a research paradigm that is consistent with their beliefs about the nature of 
reality. The research design set out in this section discusses and motivates the choices 
regarding the following elements: philosophical paradigm, research paradigm and 
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methodological choice, research approach, research strategy and the time horizon. 
Furthermore, the sampling method and sampling size are discussed, as well as the data 
collection technique and analysis technique that were used. This section also addresses 
the elements of reliability and validity, ethics and limitations relevant to this study. 
 
Philosophical paradigm 
A paradigm refers to the system of ideas used by researchers to create knowledge 
(Levers, 2013:3). The interpretivist paradigm is the philosophical paradigm adopted 
throughout this study. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2009:116) 
interpretivism advocates that it is necessary for the researcher to understand the 
differences between humans in our role as social actors.  
 
Saunders et al. (2009:121) state that the interpretivist's main concern is trying to make 
sense of the world around them from an individual's perspective and to understand the 
vital meanings attached to organisational life. The interpretivist paradigm was therefore 
suitable to this research, as the objective was for the researchers to recognise, 
understand and interpret human experiences within a social environment, which in this 
case was a workplace.  
 
Research paradigm and methodological choice  
A mono-method study uses a single method of investigation, and in the case of this 
study, a qualitative mono-method was selected (Molina-Azorín & Cameron, 2010:96). 
This exploratory study adopted a qualitative research paradigm as the researchers 
wanted to obtain a clear understanding of a social problem, and according to Creswell 
(2009:13), qualitative research can facilitate such an understanding.  
 
Adding to this, Babbie and Mouton (2016:53) state that qualitative researchers study 
human action in order to describe and understand human behaviour rather than trying 
to predict human behaviour, ensuring that human behaviour is understood in terms of 
"how" and "why". For these reasons, qualitative research was deemed to be most suited 
for this study, which sought to explore KS practices at a LIS unit of a higher education 
institution. In pursuit of this goal, the researchers aimed to discover and understand the 
different perspectives and practices of LIS employees with regards to KS.  
 
Research approach 
An inductive research approach was used in this study as the researchers analysed 
empirical data to better understand KS practices among library personnel at an 
academic library (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2012:48). The data collected and later 
analysed was used as the basis to explore the issue at hand, in order to provide a possible 
theoretical explanation or hypothesis (Sekaran & Bougie, 2013:27; Babbie & Mouton, 
1996:273). Neuman (2009:458) states that qualitative research is less standardised, 
allowing the researcher to explore the specific environment and circumstances at hand. 
Additionally, qualitative research is often inductive in nature, as it is grounded in the 
way humans interpret their social world (Saunders et al., 2009:126).  
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Research strategy  
A case study research strategy was selected as the appropriate research design for this 
study. A case study is an in-depth investigation of specific social phenomena in its real 
life context (Sekaran & Bougie, 2013:103). Case studies focus on collecting data about 
either a specific object, event or action. Neuman (2009:41) adds that case studies take 
multiple perspectives into account and attempt to understand the influences of various 
levels of social systems on specific behaviours (Babbie & Mouton, 2016:281).  
 
Cases that can be studied may be processes, activities, events, geographic units, or 
individuals – either single or multiple (Fouché & Schurink, 2011:321; Neuman, 
2009:40). Case studies are exploratory and descriptive in nature as they seek to explore 
and describe the case in question through detailed, in-depth data collection methods 
such as interviews or observations (Fouché & Schurink, 2011:321). 
 
Yin (2014) states that case studies are a preferred methods when the researcher wants 
to address the "how" and "why" questions raised in research, which was the case in this 
study. In this study, the case study research enabled the researchers to clearly 
understand the application of KS practices, the "hows" and "whys" of it, in the relevant 
environment.  
 
Furthermore Yin (2014:16) states that case studies employ an in-depth investigation of 
a contemporary phenomenon or a case in its real world context, especially when there 
are unclear boundaries between the phenomenon and its context. Since the research 
question for this study focused on a phenomenon, namely KS within a specific 
environment, the relevant LIS, the context within which the phenomenon was taking 
place, could not be ignored or disregarded, as supported by Yin (2014:16). 
 
Time horizon  
This study employed the use of a cross-sectional time horizon. According to Babbie 
and Mouton (2001:92) cross-sectional research projects are projects that are designed 
to investigate a phenomenon by only taking a cross-section of it at one time and doing 
an in-depth analyses of that cross-section.  
 
Moreover, Babbie and Mouton (2016:92) add that most exploratory and descriptive 
research are cross-sectional in nature. This study thus adopted a cross-sectional research 
time horizon as it studied a specific phenomenon or case, namely KS practices within 
an LIS unit of the relevant higher education institution, at a specific time only. The 
conclusions are therefore based on observations made at one specific time.  
 
Research methodology 
In the following section, an indication is given of the research methodology used during 
this case study, in order to clarify and motivate the methodological choices made 
throughout the research endeavour.  
 
Sampling method and sample size 
According to Daniel (2012:1) sampling is a selection of a subset of a population to be 
included in a study. Strydom and Delport (2011:390) state that the idea behind a 
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sampling theory is that a small set of observations can give an idea of what can be 
expected from the total population. Strydom and Delport (2011:391) further state that 
in a qualitative study there are no rules that govern the sample size as the sample size 
depends on:  
• What the researcher wants to know;  
• The purpose of the study; 
• What is at stake?; 
• What will have credibility; and 
• What can be done with the time and resources available?  
 
This is obviously in direct contradiction to quantitative research which is more 
structured and places more emphasis on the quantity of both the sample and the 
population (Strydom & Davenport, 2011:390; Neuman 2009:219). Also, unlike 
quantitative research, qualitative research rarely draws a representative sample from 
huge numbers of cases (Neuman, 2009:220).  
 
Saunders et al. (2009:237) state that qualitative researchers are most likely to choose 
non-probability sampling as a sampling method. Within non-probability sampling, 
there are various sampling types the researcher can use. According to Neuman 
(2009:222) and Saunders et al. (2009:237), purposive sampling enables the researcher 
to use their own judgment in selecting respondents that are well equipped and especially 
informative to answer the research question, in order to meet the objectives of the 
research.  
 
Saunders et al. (2009:237) also state that purposive sampling is most appropriate when 
dealing with small samples and when executing case studies, as was relevant in this 
study's research strategy. For the purpose of this study, the researchers chose purposive 
sampling and the research sample was selected based on the individuals' strategic and 
operational roles at the LIS units of the relevant academic institution.  
 
Initially, the researchers identified 22 individuals who could potentially contribute to 
the goals of the study, given their position within the LIS. Four of these individuals 
declined to participate in the study, which resulted in a sample size of 18 individuals. 
However, after the interview process, the decision was made to disregard the responses 
received from one more respondent, as this respondent clearly did not want to 
constructively participate in the interview.  
 
This particular respondent actively avoided answering the interview questions and 
instead gave ostensibly humorous or frivolous answers. Figure 1 below shows the final 
sample of 17 respondents who were selected, and who actively participated in the 
interviews. These respondents represented the higher education institution's main 
campus in Vanderbijlpark. 
 
The researchers chose this sample, based on these individuals' strategic positioning 
within the LIS units of the relevant institution. The sample represented Campus 
Librarians, the LIS' Management Committee, as well as all service sections of the 
library which were Circulation (Library Assistants), Client Services (Information 
Librarians), and Technical Services (Librarians and Library Assistants). Each one of 
the chosen respondents was deemed to be knowledgeable at the service point they were 
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working at and were considered most likely to make a valuable contribution to the 
study. 
 
 
Figure 1: Respondents and their position within the institution's LIS unit 
structure 
 
Data collection technique 
There are various techniques a researcher can use to collect data during qualitative 
research. For the purpose of this study, the researchers used semi-structured interviews. 
Saunders et al. (2009:318) state that interviews can help the researcher collect data that 
is reliable, valid and relevant to the research question and objectives. According to 
Saunders et al. (2009:320) semi-structured interviews are not standardised and thus 
allow the researcher to be flexible and ask follow-up questions where needed. This is 
done to explore the research question and the research objectives in an adaptable 
manner.  
 
Greef (2011:351) adds that semi-structured interviews are used to gain a detailed 
picture of the respondent's beliefs about a particular topic, allowing both the researcher 
and the respondents to be relaxed and to allow the researcher to explore elaborations 
around questions and answers. Furthermore, Greef (2011:352) states that, in one-on-
one, face-to-face semi-structured interviews, the researcher will have predetermined 
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questions in a research schedule. The schedule guided the interview process, rather than 
dictating it.  
 
A total of 17 staff members were interviewed and the researcher conducting the 
interviews used an audio recorder to record 15 of these conversations. Greef (2011:259) 
and Saunders et al. (2009:339) state that using a recording device during an interview 
is permitted, provided that the interviewing researcher first gains permission from 
respondents to be recorded. These authors also note that recording the interview is a 
means to control bias and therefore produce reliable data. Audio recordings therefore 
helped the researchers concentrate on the topic as it would have been cumbersome to 
capture everything the respondents were saying during the interview, in writing 
(Saunders et al., 2009:339).  
 
The researchers sent the interview schedule via email to the two remaining respondents, 
who were Information Librarians. One email respondent worked the evening shift from 
23:00 to 07:00, and the other had recently lost his hearing and thus, conducting a face-
to-face interview would have been difficult. According to Saunders et al. (2009:351) it 
is permitted to use email interviews as an alternative and Greef (2011:354) states that 
there is no need for transcripts in email interviews as data is already in writing. 
 
The LIS units at the relevant higher education institution consisted of four campus 
libraries: the main library in Vanderbijlpark, and three satellite campus libraries located 
in Secunda, Daveyton and Upington. The sample identified initially, with 22 possible 
respondents, included the three satellite campuses, however with four respondents 
declining to participate and the response from another respondent being discarded, the 
only campus represented in this particular case, was the main campus located in 
Vanderbijlpark. 
 
The focus of this paper, KS barriers in an academic library environment, formed part 
of the questionnaire which was focused on a broader context in terms of the LIS users' 
KS perceptions and habits. The questions relevant to the scope of this paper included 
the following: 
• Please explain the extent to which LIS library personnel share knowledge? Please 
give examples of typical KS activities by LIS library personnel. 
• Will you say that there is flow of knowledge between your section and other 
sections in the library, for instance circulation/clients and/or technical services? 
Could you give an example? 
• How does library management ensure that colleagues share their knowledge after 
attending conferences and skills development workshops, e.g. the Library and 
Information Association of South Africa (LIASA) or the Southern African Online 
User Group (SAOUG) Conferences/Workshops? 
• Is Library Management committed to promoting KS amongst colleagues? Please 
elaborate on your answer. 
• What attitudes do library staff members usually have towards sharing knowledge 
with either their peers (same level), or colleagues more junior or senior to them 
in the hierarchy? How does this influence KS, in your opinion? 
• Explain how the library promotes the KS culture 
• Do you as an individual believe in sharing your expertise, skills or knowledge 
you have gained through years in your position?  
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• In your time working within the institution's libraries, what would you say leads 
people to choose not to share their knowledge? 
• Do you think that giving incentives or rewarding people will encourage more 
people to share knowledge? If yes, what incentives or rewards were given to 
people for sharing their knowledge? If not, please elaborate more on why 
incentives and rewards will not encourage people to share more. 
 
The data analysis technique applied to these questions, and the remainder of the 
questionnaire which is not the focus of this paper, will be discussed below. 
 
Data analysis technique  
Qualitative data analyses is the analyses of data that is non numeric and is a product of 
a qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2009:480). This process takes place after data 
has been collected and as Neuman (2009:460) states, the researcher needs to analyse 
data as soon as it is received to avoid a pile up of recordings that needs to be analysed.  
Prior to the analyses process, the researcher that conducted the interviews transcribed 
data from audio recordings into written format. As noted above, the researchers used 
an audio recorder to record the interviews. He then played back the recordings and 
transcribed every response from the interviews into Microsoft Word (MSWord). This 
was a time intensive task, as Saunders et al. (2009:485) points out, the process of 
transcribing data is in fact time consuming as the researcher listens to recordings word 
for word and transcribes verbatim what was said by respondents.  
 
After transcribing the interviews and adding the email interview responses to this data, 
the researchers took the transcribed data and used a table format in MSWord to identify 
relevant themes in the data, creating categories of responses divided into different 
subdivisions, according to themes relating to the research question and consequent sub-
questions. This ensured that similar content was categorised simultaneously, but 
separated based on key themes identified (De Vos, Strydom, Fouché & Delport, 
2011:413). 
 
Qualitative reliability and validity  
Saunders et al. (2009:156) emphasise the importance of the credibility of research 
findings and insist that the researcher is expected to do everything in their power to 
reduce the possibility of getting inaccurate outcomes. This is achievable through 
managing reliability and validity. Creswell (2014:201) defines qualitative reliability as 
the extent to which the data collection technique or data analyses process will yield 
consistent outcomes. Validity is by implementing strategies that ensure the findings are 
"accurate from the standpoints of the researcher, the participant, or the readers on an 
account" (Creswell, 2014:201). 
 
Great care was taken to ensure the highest possible reliability and validity within this 
study. To ensure that the findings captured the individual and collective standpoints of 
the respondents, the researcher used one interview schedule for all respondents and 
treated all respondents the same without favour or bias. To ensure that the data was not 
compromised during the analysis process, the researchers paid attention to detail by 
comparing the transcribed data with the recorded interviews. The data analyses tool that 
was applied, was used consistently for all responses.  
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In the pursuit of ethical behaviour, the researchers adhered to the ethical code of 
conduct by not manipulating data to suit their needs. Findings were triangulated with 
relevant literature in the field, to ensure accuracy from the approach of the subject-field, 
as well as from the readers of the research in future. 
  
Ethics 
Strydom (2011:114) defines ethics as preferences that influence human behaviours, for 
example the rules that govern the conduct and the behaviour of the researcher as well 
as the researcher's responsibility with regards to the standard of conduct. The researcher 
therefore needed to evaluate his own conduct against ethical guidelines and principles 
to an extent that his decisions were ethically guided. Also, the researcher had to ensure 
that the necessary care was taken when dealing with respondents regarding a potentially 
sensitive matter (Strydom, 2011:115).  
 
The researcher adhered to a code of conduct during this study, as guided by Strydom 
(2011:115-126). Before the interviews took place, the researcher sent a letter, 
requesting consent to conduct the research, to the Acting Executive Director: Libraries.  
Besides consent being granted, respondents were informed of their rights in terms of 
participating in the research and that they did so voluntarily and were able to 
discontinue their participation at any time. The researchers took necessary measures to 
ensure that respondents were not caused any harm by participating in this study, by 
committing to the ensured anonymity of respondents and by ensuring that the 
information they provided was regarded as confidential. The researchers also obtained 
informed consent from respondents, disclosing the use of a recording device to capture 
data  
 
Limitations to the research 
As noted, this study utilised a case study method and a cross-sectional time horizon. 
The results therefore are only applicable to the specific case at the specific time of the 
study and cannot be generalised at different times or in different contexts. Should such 
a study be repeated, the results may differ.  
 
In addition, the results are only applicable to one of the four institutional libraries at the 
relevant higher education institution and cannot necessarily be generalised across the 
whole institution. However, the value that may be gained from the insights sought in 
this study, is not concerned with generalisability but rather with identifying possible 
areas of improvement in terms of KS at this particular institution, which could then be 
acknowledged and improved across all the libraries within the institution. 
 
 
STUDY FINDINGS 
Table 1 below illustrates the structure of the discussion to follow. The discussion of the findings 
will focus on those KS barriers that were found most prominent within the LIS unit relevant to 
this paper.  
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In Table 1, the KS barriers relevant to the LIS unit are assigned to one or more of the three 
main categories of KS. The purpose of this is to show that, although the KS barriers identified 
within the LIS unit can be categorised according to the three main categories of KS barriers 
identified by the literature (Riege, 2005:23; Yeşil & Hirlak, 2013:39), these concepts are often 
times more complex, straddling more than one main barrier category.  
 
For example, the issue of organisational culture stems not only from an individual's willingness 
to share knowledge, but also from an organisational culture perspective in terms of the 
existence of a knowledge-friendly culture (Jennex, Smolnik & Croasdell, 2014:3617). 
 
 
 
LIS unit's barriers to knowledge sharing 
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Individual 
"At an individual or 
employee level, knowledge -
sharing barriers are often 
related to factors such as 
lacking communication skills 
and social networks, 
differences in national 
culture, overemphasis of 
position statuses, and a lack 
of time and trust" (Riege, 
2005:23). 
     
Organisational 
"At an organisational level, 
barriers tend to be linked to, 
for instance, the economic 
viability, lack of 
infrastructure and resources, 
the accessibility of formal 
and informal meeting spaces, 
and the physical 
environment" (Riege, 
2005:23). 
     
Technological 
"At a technology level, 
barriers seem to correlate 
with factors such as the 
unwillingness to use 
applications due to a 
mismatch with need 
requirements, unrealistic 
expectations of IS/IT 
systems, and difficulties in 
building, integrating and 
modifying technology-based 
systems" (Riege, 2005:23). 
     
Table 1: The three main categories of knowledge sharing barriers and the barriers 
relevant to the LIS. 
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Mistrust 
On the question of perceived attitudes displayed by LIS staff members when they have 
to share their knowledge with their peers, more junior or senior to them, the respondents 
were also divided. Some respondents experienced positive attitudes whereas others 
experienced negative attitudes from their peers, towards KS. The question sought to 
understand how library personnel felt about sharing knowledge with junior or senior 
staff members.  
Most respondents indicated that they experienced sharing knowledge with junior staff 
members, if they themselves were in a higher hierarchical position, easier than if the 
person they were expected to share knowledge with was in a higher hierarchical 
position to themselves. This might be because most Librarians started from the bottom 
of the hierarchy either as Shelf Packers or Library Assistants and studied their way up 
the hierarchy while working, implying that they would know a lot about the positions 
lower down on the library hierarchy, form experience.  
 
One of the respondents attested to this by stating that she had worked in all sections of 
the library and thus junior staff members "cannot tell me anything". This respondent 
further noted that she was more knowledgeable than the junior staff members, therefore 
she is in a better position to share her knowledge with them.  
 
Keeping with this estimation, this respondent was also of the opinion that only new, 
junior staff members would benefit from KS with other junior staff members, as that 
would assist them in understanding the organisational culture better. These are 
examples of a condescending tendency of senior staff members undermining junior 
staff members when sharing knowledge, because they assume that junior staff members 
cannot grasp such knowledge and share their know-how. Admittedly, the senior staff 
members congruently limited their KS according to their own perception of how much 
a junior staff member can grasp or how much they have to share. 
 
Another respondent believed that functioning within in a negative atmosphere 
regarding KS, resulted in a widespread negative attitude towards KS, which in turn 
discouraged any attempts at KS and thus resulted in knowledge hoarding. This response 
indicated that certain LIS employees could perceive themselves as being surrounded by 
a negative attitude and as if they would be victimised if they shared knowledge beyond 
what is perceived as being allowed. This respondent specifically felt it best to shut 
themselves in their sections and not interact with personnel from other sections. In 
general, most respondents felt more secure when operating only within their own 
sections, as is evident from this quote: "I think that is why we are still surviving and we 
still feel we have each other. If you [are sitting] in the office and you are aware of this 
negativity around you, you will say why should I… [share my skills]?" 
 
Lack of motivation 
Senior respondents pointed out junior staff members' unwillingness to learn and cited 
this as the reason why junior staff members prefer not to interact with senior staff 
members. However, from the attitudes displayed by senior respondents, it becomes 
evident that KS within the LIS typically only happens one way – from the top down. 
Instead of senior staff members being open to learning from junior staff members, the 
general sentiment from senior respondents was that they believed that only junior staff 
members had anything to gain from KS.  
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Perhaps that might be true due to the fact that senior staff members have obtained higher 
degrees and have more years of experience in libraries, however trends and systems 
changes daily and every person is a master of their own work irrespective of whether 
they are junior or not. Kurniawati, Arisamadhi and Wiratmadja (2016:9) agree that 
seniority is of little consequence where KS is concerned. For instance, the LIS recently 
purchased a new circulation system. It is mostly used by circulation staff and, taking 
senior staff members' attitude into consideration, in the case of an emergency these 
senior staff members will not be able to assist clients on the system, since they are of 
the opinion that there is no need for them to learn from junior staff members. To ensure 
effective client service, every staff member, regardless of seniority, should have a 
working knowledge of all library operations. This will ensure that no client is turned 
away or inconvenienced when making a simple request. 
 
One respondent stated that it was her choice not to share knowledge. While attending 
workshops is seen by many as a privilege, there are membership fees paid to library 
associations such as LIASA. This respondent felt that since she paid for her 
membership with money from her own pocket and while attending the conference, it is 
her time and energy that gets expended, that she should be entitled to being selfish and 
not be expected to share any knowledge. She believed if any person needed to learn, 
they must take the steps necessary to develop themselves rather than "wait for someone 
to just spoon feed them".  
 
A further two respondents shared this sentiment and believed that what they learned 
was their own knowledge and they could not be expected to share it with others. This 
view is however in contrast to literature, which clearly states that the knowledge one 
gains while in the employ of the organisation is the intellectual property of the 
organisation and not their own (Bănacu, Buşu & Nedelcu, 2013:491; Kostagiolas, 
2013:378; Smith, 2001:312). This belief stands directly in contrast of what a KS culture 
requires. 
 
Based on the responses, it became evident that, at the core of the above reasons to hoard 
knowledge, lay the fears and insecurities of individuals with regards to sharing 
knowledge. Most of the respondents attested to the fact that the majority of LIS 
employees hoard their knowledge due to their fear that once they shared their 
knowledge, they will lose their power, possibly losing their jobs by becoming redundant 
in the workplace.  
 
Many respondents feared that they would be replaced by younger candidates who were 
more technologically savvy, and thus they felt that the only way to hold on to their 
positions was if they hoarded the knowledge that they did have. Most respondents 
simply stated that this motivation for knowledge hoarding resulted from a need to still 
feel needed by the organisation. 
 
Insufficient leadership and management support 
Respondents were asked to explain if and how the LIS management promotes a culture 
of KS. Respondents' views on the question were divided on the issue of KS culture 
promotion. Some respondents plainly believed that the LIS management was not doing 
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anything to promote the KS culture. Others believed that there is a promotion of such a 
culture, even though it is limited.  
 
Those respondents who believed that management promoted the KS culture, believed 
that the evidence of that was Information Sharing Sessions (ISS), which requires that 
personnel share what they know with others after attending a workshop or conference. 
Respondents noted a perception that the ISS were actually ineffective as a KS 
mechanism, as the current acting management of the LIS are not encouraging or 
imposing any sharing through these sessions. One respondent pointed out that acting 
managers were "…used to do it through information sharing sessions, I wish I knew 
what stopped it. Maybe because we do not have an Executive Director and Acting 
Managers who are unable to enforce such practices".  
 
It is suggested that, for the culture of KS to be promoted at the library, the LIS' 
management needs to do more than just promote ISS, but rather look at incorporating 
technology and more informal KS mechanisms (Schwaer, Biemann & Voelpel, 
2012:3615). The task of introducing and creating awareness around technological tools, 
such as wikis or microblogs, will require committed support from library management 
(Paroutis & Al Saleh, 2009:59).  
 
However, the incorporation of informal KS mechanisms, such as CoPs, should not 
typically be directly governed by management (Schwaer, Biemann & Voelpel, 
2012:3615), but will depend on the cultivation of a KS culture (Rai, 2011:779). One 
respondent, who was a member of the LIS' management, said they believed that there 
was planning being done around ensuring that a culture of KS is promoted in the library. 
 
Again, respondents indicated that it seemed as if managers were encouraging KS only 
on a sectional level. Respondents stated that their managers were encouraging them to 
share their expertise with colleagues in the same sections, and were encouraging 
collaboration among section-specific colleagues during training sessions. The 
respondents representing Circulation Services were adamant that they believed that the 
best way for them to promote KS was through staff rotation, which this section 
practiced in order to ensure that all their staff are well equipped to work on any service 
point in the library within the Circulation Section. 
 
From the above discussion, it is clear that the majority of respondents believed that LIS 
management could do more in terms of the promotion of a knowledge culture. As noted 
by Samaar and Junaid (2011:24) and Gurteen (1999), organisational leaders have an 
influential role to play in the promotion of a KS culture. The buy-in of library 
management in terms of the potential benefits of KS and their promotion of a KS 
culture, will potentially encourage the LIS employees to follow suit.  
 
Thus, it is the responsibility of leadership at the LIS to motivate employees to share 
their knowledge and to convince these employees of the value and the benefits of KS. 
It is therefore the LIS managements' responsibility to move the organisation from the 
typical belief that hoarding knowledge is power, to a modern one that believes in 
sharing and applying knowledge to create a competitive advantage (Donate & de Pablo, 
2015:366; Becerra-Fernandez et al., 2004:3). 
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Absence or deficiency of information technology 
In terms of KS tools, the majority of respondents mentioned email as the tool they use 
most to communicate and share knowledge with their colleagues. Currently, the 
institution does not utilise its intranet or extranet, mentioned as potential KS tools.  
Social media was mentioned as the second most popular tool available in the library. 
Most respondents mentioned sites such as Facebook, Twitter and even WhatsApp, as 
being potential tools to share knowledge among each other. The LIS has official Twitter 
and Facebook accounts which are linked and managed by the Reference Librarian. 
The platform is used as a communication and collaboration platform as colleagues share 
tips amongst themselves and with the relevant higher education institution's 
stakeholders. The use of social media to share knowledge seemed to be more practical 
and cheaper, as most library staff were already using social media privately. Adamovic, 
Potgieter and Mearns (2012:2) stated that the use of social media for KS makes sense, 
as it is dynamic and allows for instant communication between employees. In 
accordance with this, Gaál, Szabó, Obermayer-Kovács and Csepregi (2015:194) 
identified various social media tools that can be used to share knowledge, more 
specifically in a decentralised organisation such as the LIS. 
 
A number of respondent did mention that the LIS could do more in terms of supplying 
technology to support KS, as this is sorely lacking in the LIS environment currently. 
These respondents believed that the library needed to have its own Web portal that all 
the best practices and the know-how can be uploaded and accessed from this portal at 
any time. One respondent also suggested that the library could even use more cost 
effective solutions such as Dropbox or a free cloud service, to load its best practices 
onto. The respondent mentioned that all employees would then be able to load and edit 
whichever information is uploaded and in that way, collaboration and continuation can 
be encouraged. 
 
Organisational culture not conducive to knowledge sharing 
Keeping in mind the dangers of silo KS, it has to be noted that one respondent saw 
attempts by HODs to encourage KS between different sections, as "meddling in their 
duties". The respondent felt that other sections have "no business in our section's 
business" and that "our own HOD should be the one who is concerned about our 
section". Although this was not a common sentiment within this sample of respondents, 
the cultural implications of trust (Casimir, Lee & Loon, 2012:743; Zaini, Noormala & 
Zahariah, 2009:117) and a lack of understanding of the change benefit of KS (Rusly, 
Sun & Corner, 2014:693) highlighted by this opinion, should be kept in mind, should 
KS between different LIS sections be promoted or prescribed in future. 
 
The issue of sectional silos was again mentioned as most respondents felt that they were 
being directed to work only within their own sections and not go beyond their sections 
to understand how other sections are functioning. Respondents mentioned sectional 
silos in terms of culture, in other words, it is the LIS' culture for people to operate only 
within the area they work in and not to seek to grow beyond their current job 
descriptions. This silo culture not only limits collaboration, it also limits any potential 
innovation that could arise within the LIS (Pickering, 2013:36). 
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CONCLUSION 
Regrettably, the findings of this study revealed that there are no formal KS activities within the 
LIS, and that the KS activities are limited to ineffective ISS and that knowledge is only being 
shared informally between colleagues. The findings additionally showed that the KS culture 
within the LIS was decidedly siloed and did not encourage KS between different sections 
within the LIS. 
 
The research revealed that the limited KS activities that are taking place within this library, 
occurred informally between individuals working within the same sections. The researchers 
propose that the LIS prioritises the drafting of a KM policy and strategy to formalise matters 
around the concept of KM and therefore KS within the LIS, to counteract this silo way of 
functioning. The study revealed that KS activities within this LIS library were suffering due to 
a lack of leadership support. The general belief among respondents was that the current LIS 
management team was not encouraging a KS culture or the use of previously successful KS 
mechanisms, which includes IT in support of KS.  
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